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When in the late eighteenth century the constitution of the United Unwritten
States of America was drawn up, definition of the powers of govern- ^f)^r^tio
ment was regarded as all important and was embodied in a formal Britain,
document, which was, and is, unalterable save by a process which*
differs entirely from the method of enacting ordinary legislation.
The provision of a constitutional code is k sine qua non of every new
State, and the principal States of the world have adopted constitu-
tions in the form of definite and comprehensive enactments during
the last hundred and sixty years. Great Britain is still without a con-
stitution in this sense. Those statutes which are properly regarded
as part of constitutional law are not sections of a code. If a collection
were made of all the extant enactments (from the Coronation
Charter of Henry I. to the present day) which deal with the form and
functions of government, the result would present a most imperfect
description of the constitution. Moreover, these enactments can
each and all of them be repealed by the simple expedient of an Act of
Parliament, unlike formal constitutions, which are expressed to be
more or less immutable, contemplate no radical changes and usually
can only be varied by processes more elaborate than that of amending
ordinary statutes.
None the less, although Great Britain has no written constitution, Same
a large part of our constitutional law is based on statutes. The im-
portance of this source of constitutional law can be illustrated by
reference to a few statutes of major importance, which, though
in law in no different position from any other Acts of Parliament,
have always been regarded with peculiar veneration by constitutional
lawyers and historians.
The importance of the first of them, Magna Carta, 1215, and its Magna
numerous confirmations in later years lies not so much in the actual Carta-
contents, since it preceded the g£a of representative government, as
in the fact that it contained a statement of grievances the settlement
of which was brought about by a union of important classes in the
community. The Charter set out the rights of the various classes of
the mediaeval community according to their different needs. The
Church was to be free; London and other cifks were to enjoy their
liberties and customs; merchants were not to be subject to unjust
taxation.fThe famous clauses which laid it down that j&q ijnan^should
ke4^inished except by the judgment of his peers or the law oC the
land, and that to none should justice be denied, have been described
aFtEe "origin of trial by jury and the miLaLhabeasicorpuA Trial by
jury is, however, to be traced to another sourcepand the writ of
habeas corpus had not yet been devised. But these clauses embody
a protest against arbitrary punishment and assert the right to a fair
trial and to justice which need not be purchased. The observance of
the Charter came to be regarded both by lawyers and politicians as a

